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1. The Auction

It was a late summer evening at the beginning
of the nineteenth century. A young man and
a woman were approaching the large village of
Weydon-Priorst in Upper Wessex?, They were
on foot and the woman was carrying a child.
The thick layer of dust which had collected over
the travellers during their long journey made them
look unfairly poor and shabby.

The man had a fine, strong figure and his face
was stern and dark. His clothes were made of
cotton cord material and his head was covered
with a straw hat. He carried a basket strapped
to his back. Out of the top of the basket could
be seen some hay-cutting tools His steady, mea-
sured walk showed that he was a skilled country-
man.

What was strange, however, about this couple,
was the silence between them. The man was read-
ing, or pretending to read, a song printed on a
sheet of paper. The woman behaved as if she
were alone except for the child she carried. The
only sound coming from the little group was the
occasional whisper of the woman to the child and
the tiny girls reply.

1. Weydon-Priors |'weidsn 'praioz] R - %F 8 (FEH)
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The young woman’s face was not beautiful,
but the way she looked down sideways to the girl
made her quite pretty.  As she walked slowly on,
silently thinking, she had only the hard, dull ex-
pression of hopelessness on her face. There could
be no doubt that the man and woman werc hus-
band and wife, and were the parents of the haby
girl. '

The wife stared straight ahead most of the time,
though she showed little interest in what she saw.
For a long time there was nothing, except the voice
of a weak bird singing an old evening song that
would certainly have been heard there at any
sunset of that season for centuries. As they came
cdoser to the village, a lot of different shouts and
noises reached their ears. When the first houses
of Weydon-Priors could finally he seen, the family
group met a farm labourer coming towards them.
The husband looked up from his song.

‘Any work here P be asked, pointing to the vil-
lage with a wave of his piece of paper. ‘Anything
for a hay-maker ?’ '

The labourer had already begun shaking his
head. “There’s nothing like that near Weydon-
Priois at this time of the year.’

“Then is there a house for rent — 2 small,
niew cottage just huilt, er something like that?’
asked the first,

- The labourer sajd, ‘Pulling down is what hap-
pens here. Five houses were cleared away last
year, and three this year. That’s how things are

o
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in Weydon-Priors.’

The hay-maker nodded. Looking towards the
village, he continued, ‘There is something going
on here, isn’t there ?’ '

‘Yes. It’s Fair Day, though what you hear
now is only the noise of the fairground taking the
money of children and fools. The real business
was done much earlier. ;

The hay-maker and his family went on their
way, and soon entered the fairground. At present,
as they had been told by the labourer, there was
little real business left, only the auctioning of a
few poor quality animals that could not be sold
in any other way. Yet the crowd was thicker
now than in the morning. There were visitors
and workers out for a holiday, a soldicr or two,
and village shopkeepers, all coming at the end of
the day. They all enjoyed the usual fairground
amusements: peep-shows, " medicines on sale said
to be able to cure almost anything, and fortune
tellers.. -

- Neither of our travellers were much interested
in these things and they looked around for a re-
freshment tent. Two, which were nearest to them,
seemed almost equally. inviting. . One was new
and had red flags flying from Jt Beer and cider
were sold there. The other was not so new, a
little iron stovepipe came ocut of it at the back,
and at the front a sign announced, ‘Good F urmity
Sold Here’. The man looked at both tents and
then moved towards the first,
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‘No — no — the other one,” said the woman.
‘I always like furmity and so does Elizabeth-Jane?,
and so will you. Itis nourlshmsr after a long hard
day.’ o .
‘I’ve never tasted it,’ said the man. However,
he didn’t really mind and they went into the fur-
mity tent.

There were a lot of people insidc, seated at long
narrow tables that ran down the tent at'cach
side. At the upper cnd stood a hot stove, over
which hung a large pot. An old woman was
in charge. She was wearing a very large white
apron which made her look quite respectable.
The contents of the pot, corn, flour, milk, raisins,
currants and spices, made a meal of a type that
had been sold and eaten in that arca for centuries.

The young man and woman cach ordered 2
bowl of the steaming hot mixture, and sat down
to eat it. So far, all was well, for furmity, as
the woman had said, was nourishing, and was
as good a meal as was to be found anywhere in the
world even though it might not look very pleasant.

But there was more happening in the tent than
was obvious at first. The man watched the old
womian, ot of the corner of his eye, and saw what
she was doxng He winked at her and passed her his
bowl. She took a boitle out from under the tablg
and poured out some rum from it into the man’s
furmity. The man slyly paid for the iilegal addi-
tion to his meal. He found the mixture much
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more satisfactory than before. His wife had
watched what was happening uneasily.

The man finished his bowl and called for an-
other, the Tum being added again, but even more
this time. The ‘effect soon became obvious in
his manner, and his wife realized too late, that
though she had prevented him going into the
licensed beer tent, they had ended up in a worse
situation, being among smugglers.

The child was becoming restless, and the wife
said to her husband, ‘Michael’, we must find some-
where to stay. If we don’t go soon we will have
trouble finding anything.’

But he did not listen to his wife and talked loud-
ly to everyone around him. The child went to
sleep.

At the end of his fourth basin the man was loud
and quarrelsome. The conversation turned to
the ruin of good men by bad wives, and the end of
many a young man’s aims and hopes by an unfor~
tunate carly marriage.

“That has happened to me,’ said the hay-maker,
with bitterness. ‘I married at eighteen, likc the
fool that I was; and this is the result of it.” He
pointed at himself and his family with a wave of
his hand. ~

His wife, who seemed used to such remarks,
acted ss if she did not hear them. The man con-
tlnued ‘I haven’t more than fifteen shillings in
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the world, and yet I am a good, experienced man
in my work. If I were a free man again I’d be
worth a thousand pounds bhefore I'd finished.
But a fellow never knows these little things until
all chance of doing something about™ them is
gone.’

The auctioneer selling the old horscs in the field
outside could be heard *‘}saying, ‘Now this is
the last one — now who’ll take the last one?
Shall T say forty shillings? Its a very good
mare, a little over five years old, and there’s
nothing the matter with the horse at all, except
that she’s a little thin and has had her left eye
knocked out.’

‘Well, I don’t sec why men who have wives and
don’t want them shouldn’t get rid of them like
these fellows get rid of their old horses,” said the
hay-maker. ‘Why shouldn’t they sell them by
auction to men who are in need of such articles ?
Hey? I’d sell mine this minute if anybody would
buy her !’

“There are some who would do that,” one of the
guests replied, looking at the w?man who was
certainly not ugly.

" “True,’ said another gentleman, who looked as
if he had once been a groom or coachman to a
wealthy family. ‘I’ve lived among the wealthy
and I can see if someone is a lady — and this one
is, though it might not be obvious at first.” Then
he crossed his legs and looked up at the roof.
The drunk young husband stopped for a few
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